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By Herbert L. Willett, 
The University of Chicago. 



DECEMBER 3. KEEPING THE SABBATH, NEH. 13: I5~22. 

i. Nehemiah 's reforms. — The narrative contained in Neh. 13 : 4-31 
is apparently from the personal memoirs of the governor, and recounts 
his efforts at reform subsequent to his visit to Persia and return to 
Judah. When this visit was made, and how long it continued, are 
questions difficult of satisfactory answer. From 5:14 and 13: 6 it 
would seem that he remained in the province twelve years, and then 
after a short absence in Persia resumed his duties. But it is difficult 
to suppose that he should have requested so long a leave of absence 
from the king (1 : 6), and the disorders which sprang up in Judah 
while he was gone seem to require a considerable time to develop. 
It is possible that the twelve years cover the entire period from the 
first journey of Nehemiah to Judah until after his return and his sec- 
ond campaign of reforms, bringing the narrative up to the date of the 
memoirs themselves. Be that as it may, he found on his return that 
several matters needed immediate attention. He discovered that 
Eliashib the priest, out of friendship for Tobiah the Ammonite, his 
relative by marriage, had granted him the occupancy of one of the 
temple chambers. This sacrilegious use of the holy building by one 
who was not only a foreigner, but an enemy of Nehemiah, caused the 
latter on his arrival the greatest astonishment and indignation. He 
had the household goods of Tobiah thrown out at once, and, after 
thorough cleansing, the place was restored to its appropriate use as a 
storehouse for the sacred vessels and offerings (13 : 4-9). During the 
same time the Levites in Jerusalem had been so scantily supported by 
the people that they had been compelled to leave the city and resort to 
agriculture for a living. This also Nehemiah remedied (vss. 10-14). 

1 The chief value of these studies will be found in a careful use of the questions 
which constitute the last division in each case. The other material is valuable only 
so far as it is an aid to their use. 
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Mixed marriages had likewise brought confusion into the community, 
even invading the priestly ranks, where a son of the high priest had 
married into the family of Sanballat, another enemy of Jerusalem's 
revival. Nehemiah used strong measures to check this practice, and 
endeavored to separate the people from all contact with strangers 
(vss. 23-31). 

2. Sabbath desecration suppressed. — With the removal of the people 
from Judah at the opening of the exile, and the consequent inability 
to observe the great feasts, the sabbath grew in importance, and its 
observance was emphasized among the Jews in the East (Ezek. 20 : 12, 
16, 20, 21 ; 22:8, 26; 23:38). But in Judah it received little 
attention, and upon his return from Persia Nehemiah noted the marked 
difference between the two Jewish communities in this regard. The 
ordinary processes of farming and marketing went on without inter- 
ruption upon the sabbath. The farmers of Judah brought wine, 
grapes, and figs to the markets of Jerusalem on this day as on others, 
and Tyrian sellers of dried fish and other commodities thronged the 
streets. Against these practices the governor raised his voice in pro- 
test, and rebuked the nobles for permitting them. To make the protest 
effective he ordered the gates of the city to be closed at twilight on 
Friday night, and not opened till after the sabbath. This order was 
enforced by the presence of his servants. The marketmen were not 
easily convinced that customs of long standing were thus suddenly to 
be abandoned, and persisted in bringing their wares up to the gates, 
even if they could not enter, in the hope that the people would come 
out to buy. But the threats of Nehemiah so alarmed them that they 
desisted henceforth. To make the reform permanent the Levites were 
ordered to guard the gates on the sabbath. Many acts of this nature 
the governor sets down to his credit in writing the narrative, and begs 
the divine remembrance of the good he has done. If in such appeals 
there seems to be an undue consciousness on Nehemiah's part of the 
credit due him from God, it must not be forgotten that his tasks were 
difficult, and but for his persistence and firmness the basis of future 
reforms could not have been laid. 

3. Questions. — (1) How long a period did Nehemiah's governor- 
ship cover? (2) What place did he revisit? (3) What four abuses 
did he discover on his return to Judah ? (4) How did he deal with 
them ? (5) Who gave greater heed to the sabbath, the Jews of the 
East or those of Judah ? (6) How did the Jewish farmers and market- 
men observe the day ? (7) What foreigners came with wares ? (8) Whom 



INTERNATIONAL LESSONS 4^7 

did Nehemiah hold responsible for this, the marketmen or the city 
officials ? (9) Is this the place where the blame should often be laid 
for misconduct in a city? (10) To what does Nehemiah attribute 
past disasters? (11) When did he order the gates to be closed? 
(12) At what hour, and upon what day of our week, did the sabbath 
begin? (13) How did the governor make sure that his commands 
were executed ? (14) Did the marketmen persist in coming? (15) 
Why did they lodge outside the city rather than return home ? (16) 
How did Nehemiah "testify against them"? (17) With what did he 
threaten them ? With what result ? (18) To whom did he then assign 
the duty of keeping the gates ? (19) To whom did Nehemiah com- 
mend himself for this conduct ? (cf. also 4:4, 5 ; 5 : 19 ; 6 : 14 ; 13 : 
14, 31&). (20) How does the Christian day of worship differ from 
the Jewish sabbath, as to (a) origin, (d) scriptural sanction, (c) 
manner of observance? (21) In what manner may Christians aid 
in the hallowing of the Lord's day ? 

II. 

DECEMBER IO. LESSONS IN GIVING, MAL. I : 6-1 1 ; 3:8-12. 

i. The book of Malachi. — The reign of Darius I. (521-485 B. C), 
who had only just ascended the throne at the time Haggai and Zecha- 
riah were securing the erection of the temple, was followed by that of 
Xerxes I. (485-464 B. C), the Ahasuerus of the book of Esther. 
During this long period there was little, if any, change in the condi- 
tion of Jerusalem. The aspirations of the Jews for political power led 
apparently to the quiet suppression of the royal line of David by the 
Persian authorities, and the substitution of a non-Jewish governor for 
the native prince. The temple had been completed in 516 B. C, but 
the walls of Jerusalem lay in ruins, as they were left by the departing 
armies of Nebuchadrezzar in 586 B. C. Probably companies of Jews 
arrived from the East from time to time, but the condition of affairs 
was not encouraging, and the people were far from enthusiastic regard- 
ing the temple service. This is the situation revealed by the book of 
Malachi, which seems to belong late in this period, probably shortly 
before the reformatory movements instituted by Nehemiah and Ezra, 
or perhaps in the interval between the first and second residences of 
the former in Judah. The book appears to be anonymous, as " Malachi " 
can hardly be taken as a proper name. It means " my messengre," 
and was probably used as a title from the fact that it was one of the 
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striking words employed in the book itself (cf. 3:1). The writer 
reproves both people and priests for conduct unbecoming a nation 
belonging to God. The lack of prosperity, the inroads of neighboring 
nations, and the poor crops, were no sign of the divine indifference to 
their welfare (1 : 1-5). 

2. Offerings for the sanctuary. — The chief charge made by the 
prophet against the people was that of presenting unworthy offerings 
at the temple. The law demanded certain regular contributions for 
the support of the service, but these were either neglected altogether or 
made to consist of worthless materials. Polluted food was presented, 
and thus the sacred table was dishonored. Only disregard of the sanc- 
tity and majesty of the temple could explain such conduct. It was 
well understood that only perfect beasts were to be offered for sacrifice. 
But the priests were permitting the people to bring animals worthless 
or diseased, such as could be used for no other purpose. In spite of 
this notorious fact, the priests asked wherein lay the evil of their 
actions ! The prophet brings home his rebuke by declaring that they 
would not dare offer such presents to the Persian governor of the 
province. Far from winning his favor, they would rouse his instant 
wrath. Then, ironically, he bids them present their requests to God, 
with these wretched gifts in their hands, and see if he would heed 
them. Far more honorable would it be to close the temple, for in the 
present circumstances the altar fire was useless and their offerings of 
no avail. Even among the heathen the name of God is revered, says 
the prophet. The greatness of his acts had been known among many 
people, and offerings were made to him. But among his own servants, 
the Jews, there was a forgetfulness of the honor due him as Father and 
Master. In the second passage (3 : 8-12) their conduct in withholding 
tithes and offerings is denounced as robbery of God, and their lack of 
prosperity is the curse upon them for their parsimony. Then comes 
the ringing command to bring the tithes to the temple chambers and 
test the certainty of the result. Like showers from the opened heavens 
their superabundant blessings should come. Their enemies and the 
destroyers of their crops should vanish, and plenteous harvests crown 
their labors. All lands should bear witness to their prosperity. 

Questions. — (1) From what period of the history does the book of 
Malachi apparently come? (2) What is known regarding its author- 
ship ? (3) What seems to have been the condition of the people at 
this time, (a) industrially, (p) religiously? (4) What class of leaders 
are denounced for the state of religion ? (5) Do they appear to have 
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been deeply concerned regarding the matter ? (6) What was the regu- 
lation regarding tithes ? (cf. Deut. 14 : 22-27) \ regarding perfect sacri- 
fices ? (cf Deut. 15:21; 17:1); regarding offerings for the Levites ? 
(cf. Deut. 18 : 1-5). (7) What kind of bread was being offered ? What 
kinds of animals for sacrifice ? (8) How did the conduct of the people 
show they regarded God as compared with their reverence for their 
Persian governor ? (9) What ironical exhortation does the prophet 
utter ? (10) What would God prefer to have done to the temple ? 
(11) What is the contrast between the honor Jehovah receives from 
heathen nations and from Judah ? (12) How does the prophet charac- 
terize their treatment of God (3 : 8) ? (13) What was the connection 
between their conduct and their lack of prosperity ? (14) What were 
they exhorted to do? What is a tithe? (15) What did the prophet 
promise for Jehovah ? What five items are included in this promise ? 

(16) What was the general rule of religious giving among the Jews? 

(17) Is any specific portion prescribed for Christians? (18) Are their 
duties, opportunities, responsibilities, and ambitions in this regard 
likely to be greater or less than those of the Jews ? (19) What are the 
results of systematic and proportionate giving, (a) to the giver, (b) to 
Christian work ? (20) Does the New Testament lay emphasis upon the 
grace of liberality? (cf 1 Cor. 16 : 1-4 ; 2 Cor. 8 : 1-6 ; 9 : 1-15 ; Phil. 
4 : 1-20). 

III. 

DECEMBER I 7. FRUITS OF RIGHT- AND WRONGDOING, MAL. 3 : 1 3 — 4 : 6. 

i. The two classes in Judah. — The book of Malachi discloses to us 
a difference in the character of the people of Jerusalem. There was 
the majority, indifferent to their religious obligations, and therefore 
incurring the prophet's censure. Among these were the priests who 
accepted blemished victims and polluted bread for the altar of God, 
and then asked in feigned astonishment in what manner they had dis- 
honored him. They looked upon the ritual as a work of weariness 
without profit (1 : 13). Instead of being what they were appointed to 
be, and what their ancestors of the tribe of Levi had been, instructors 
in righteousness, they were seeking only their selfish interests, and 
could not hope to receive the blessing of God (2 : 1-9). But the 
people were for the most part like their priests, and the prophet calls 
them to account for their misdeeds. Not only had they brought 
blemished offerings, as encouraged or permitted by the priests, but 
they were beginning to marry women of other races, contrary to the 
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customs of Israel (2 : 10-12). Further, they were resorting to the 
practice of divorce, perhaps in some cases to make possible these semi- 
heathen marriages, thus committing a double sin. Could offerings be 
accepted by Jehovah from such men, even though they wept at the 
altar? (vss. 13-16). These offenses, together with perversion of judg- 
ment (vs. 17), superstition, impurity, perjury, oppression, and the 
withholding of tithes (3 : 5-9), constituted a catalogue of sins which 
characterized the conduct of the large class called by the prophets and 
psalmists of the period " the scorners," " the proud," or " the wicked." 
But there was another group of people, which, although small, was the 
hope of the future. These were " the righteous," and " they that 
feared the Lord." 

2. The contrast and the coming messenger. — In the lesson these 
two classes are set over against each other. One class, in view of 
present depression, asserts that the worship of God is vain. They have 
no faith to trust in him through dark days. They mistake the sem- 
blance of wicked prosperity for success, and are led astray (3 : 13-15). 
But the other class remained steadfast. They met often and encour- 
aged each other to faithfulness. Such men were the objects of ridicule 
in Jerusalem, as they are likely to be wherever the tone of religion is 
low; but they were the salt of the earth, the seed of the coming 
race, the " remnant " of whom prophets had spoken. Probably the 
writer of the book was of their number and had often been in their 
conventicles. Such men were precious to God and certain of his 
remembrance (vss. 16, 17). The day was coming when the present 
false estimates of moral values could no longer prevail, and all would 
be revealed in their true light. The day of Jehovah, the time of test- 
ing, was to dawn, whose brightness would suffice to set in a flame the 
worthless and wicked, but to the righteous and God-fearing it should 
bring healing and happiness. Once more the prophet, in his closing 
words, recalls to their minds the divine law, and predicts the coming 
of an Elijah, to bear witness, like that great prophet of the past, to the 
will of God, and to reconcile to each other the different elements of 
the nation, lest the wrath of Jehovah should smite the earth. 

3. Questions. — (1) Of what sins did the prophet accuse the priests ? 
(2) What, on the other hand, was their real duty ? (3) What offenses 
of the people are mentioned ? (4) What threat and promise in 3 : 1-6 ? 
(5) What two classes were there in Jerusalem ? What were they called 
respectively ? (6) How did the righteous encourage each other ? (7) 
What was the divine word regarding them ? (8) What events were to 



INTERNA TIONA L LESSONS 4 3 l 

mark the day of Jehovah ? (9) What opposite effects is the sun of right- 
eousness to have upon the evil and the good ? (10) To what or whom 
does " sun of righteousness " refer ? Does it mean that the " sun " pos- 
sesses or produces righteousness ? (1 1) To what nation was the law of 
Moses given ? (12) In what sense and to what extent has that law any 
value for Christians ? (13) Why was an Elijah needed ? (14) To what 
degree could the work of Nehemiah be described as the fulfilment of this 
prediction ? that of John the Baptist ? Is any particular man meant ? 
(15) Why do the fathers, as representing the conservative element, 
need to be turned in the direction of progress ? and why do the chil- 
dren, as representing the progressive element, need to be directed to 
the past? (16) In what sense is it true that separation and antago- 
nism between these two forces in the church, today as then, is, or 
brings, the divine curse or ban ? 

IV. 

DECEMBER 24. CHRIST'S COMING FORETOLD, ISA. 9 : 2-7. 

i. The tablet and the child. — The section of the book of Isaiah 
from which the present study is taken extends from chap. 8 : i to 
9 : 7, and falls in the second period of the prophet's work, that con- 
nected with the reign of Ahaz (735-715 B. C), and especially the 
Syro-Ephramitish campaign against Judah, and the invasion of the 
northern territories by Tiglathpileser of Assyria (732 B. C). To save 
himself from the combined attack of the kings of Israel and Syria, 
Ahaz had made an alliance with the Assyrian king, contrary to the 
advice of Isaiah, who forewarned him of the direful results (chap. 7). 
To impress his fellow-citizens with the danger incurred by this alliance, 
the prophet set up in a conspicuous place a tablet predicting the inva- 
sion of the land by the Assyrians as soon as opportunity occurred. 
Few believed that this would happen, and the prophet's words found 
credence only in the small group of his disciples (chap. 8). But soon 
the event justified Isaiah's utterances, for there came a report that the 
Assyrians had ravaged the northern tribes and were pressing south- 
ward toward Judah. In the panic which followed the receipt of this 
news in Jerusalem, the prophet rose once more to speak a message of 
comfort. He was quick to give forth a warning note where good could 
result, but equally ready to encourage his people by promises of the 
favor of God, if they were distressed by evil tidings. 

2. The coming child-king. — Isaiah was so confident that the danger 
would pass away that he spoke as though it were already far in the 
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past, and a glorious period of prosperity had come to that land of 
Zebulon and Naphtali which had been thus in the very shadow of 
death. Already, says the prophet, the people of those northern tribes 
have seen the light of deliverance. In this he, of course, speaks 
prophetically, for the Assyrians were at that very moment ravaging 
the territories of northern Israel. The joy of deliverance could only 
be compared to that of harvest or dividing the spoil of battle. The 
oppressive burden of Assyrian mastery should be rolled off as the 
power of Midian was broken by Gideon's heroic band, and the armor 
and blood-stained garments of the enemy were to be burned with fire. 
But who should bring this deliverance ? Certainly not the weak 
Ahaz, and probably not the young Hezekiah. It was a child that 
should be born, who should possess all of the martial qualities of 
Tiglathpileser, but should add to them divine grace and power. Upon 
the throne of David he should sit to administer righteousness and 
judgment through an endless reign of augmenting power and peace. 
To this result Jehovah himself was pledged. It is clear that no king 
of the Davidic line fulfilled the terms of this prophecy. Only the 
Messianic ministry of the Christ meets the demands of the situation. 
To be sure, the Messiah did not arise in that generation, as Isaiah 
apparently believed he would ; nor did he conquer the Assyrians 
when he came. The prophet, like others, foreshortened the distance, 
though he saw distinctly the fact. But it is that fact of the Messianic 
coming which has the supreme significance in Israel's history, and 
which, though expected through centuries and yet still delayed, was 
realized at length in the coming of him who was of the seed of David 
according to the flesh, but was declared to be Son of God with power 
according to the Spirit. 

3. Questions. — (1) When did Isaiah live? During what reigns did 
he preach ? (2) To what portion of his ministry does the present 
lesson belong? (3) What was the political situation? (4) How 
was King Ahaz attacked ? (5) What measure of defense did he adopt ? 
(6) What was Isaiah's advice ? (7) How was the appeal to Assyria 
answered ? (8) What alarming turn did events take after the kingdom 
of Israel was invaded? (9) What was the effect of this news in Jeru- 
salem ? (10) How did Isaiah comfort the people ? (11) How was his 
confidence in the deliverance from Assyria shown? (12) How did he 
say the people would rejoice? (13) What deliverance in the past did 
he cite as comparable ? (14) What was to become of the blood-stained 
armors and garments of the Assyrians? (15) Who should achieve 
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this great victory ? (i 6) What names was this child-king to bear? 
(17) What should be the character of his government ? (18) Did such 
a monarch ever arise in Jewish history? (19) Were the Assyrians 
driven away by such a king ? (20) In what manner was the prophecy 
fulfilled? (21) Did the prophet have in mind Jesus of Nazareth, or 
did he think rather of the Messiah in his official work? (22) What 
principles in the prophetic ministry are illustrated by this lesson ? 
(23) What bearing has it upon the Christmas message ? 

V. 

DECEMBER 31. FOURTH QUARTERLY REVIEW. 

The last lesson of the month is a review of the studies for the 
quarter; therefore no treatment of it is included in this series. 




MADONNA DELLA STELLA.— Fra Angelico 



till a late Jewish period ; there was a brief occupation in the Roman 
period ; and after that it appears to have been deserted. 



